[image: ]
 
BA Leadership and Management
LEVEL 5
 
BMSW5007
 Building a Sustainable Marketing Relationship 
Module Lead: Gwyneth Jones
Email: Gwyneth.jones@uwtsd.ac.uk



                                                                                          NAME: Hanyeh Tehrani 
                                                                                       STUDENT ID: 2324527
                                                    
Executive Summary

This report explores how Marks & Spencer Food Company (M&S) uses customer relationship management (CRM) strategies to improve organisational performance and build long-term customer loyalty. The purpose is to understand how M&S develops strong and sustainable relationships with its customers through effective marketing practices.
[bookmark: _Int_vjboUC3B]The report begins with an overview of M&S Food, outlining its background, growth in the UK market, and its mission to deliver quality, sustainability, and value. It then explains how customer data is collected and analysed to create personal experiences and maintain customer satisfaction.
The main analysis focuses on how M&S Food applies CRM principles through segmentation, targeting, and positioning strategies. It also discusses how the company differentiates itself in the competitive grocery market by focusing on the marketing mix, customer needs, and ethical and sustainable practices.
The findings show that M&S Food performs strongly in sales, customer trust, and overall brand perception, supported by its long-standing reputation for quality and ethical sourcing (M&S, 2023). However, the report highlights that M&S has not yet fully maximised the potential of its customer data, particularly within the Sparks loyalty programme, where personalisation remains inconsistent across digital and in-store channels (DecisionMarketing, 2025). Although M&S is investing significantly in CRM and data-analytics technology, its personalised offers and recommendations still lack depth and relevance for many users (The Grocer, 2020). Additionally, while M&S’s sustainability initiatives are well-developed, customer awareness of these efforts is limited, indicating the need for clearer and more frequent communication (M&S, 2023).

[image: ]
Table of Contents

Front Page ...........................................................................................................      1
 Executive Summary .............................................................................................  1
 Introduction ......................................................................................................... 3
 Main Findings .......................................................................................................   4  
Section 1: Organisational Overview ........................................................................ 4
Section 2: Data and Customer Relationships ......................................................... 6
Section 3: CRM Strategy Analysis .......................................................................... 8
Conclusion & Recommendations......................................................................... 12
 References .....................................................................................................   13



[image: ]






Introduction
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is a strategic business process that integrates people, technology, and data to attract, retain, and develop profitable long-term relationships with customers (Buttle and Maklan, 2019, p. 4). In competitive markets, effective CRM enables firms to understand customers' needs, personalise their experiences, and build emotional connections that enhance satisfaction and loyalty. Maintaining loyal customers is more cost-effective than continuously acquiring new ones and is therefore essential for sustainable profitability and brand strength (Payne and Frow, 2017, p. 13).
The concept of customer centrality lies at the heart of CRM. Successful organisations prioritise customers in their strategic decisions, designing products, communications, and experiences to meet their evolving needs. In today’s retail environment, businesses that cultivate strong customer relationships gain a competitive advantage through repeat purchasing, advocacy, and positive word of mouth. (Kotler and Keller, 2016, p. 45). Within the UK grocery supermarket sector, competition is intense, with major retailers such as Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Aldi, and Lidl competing on price, convenience, and quality. This highly dynamic environment has made customer loyalty increasingly fragile. (Li, Zhang, and Zhao, 2023). As a result, developing sustainable customer relationships has become a critical factor for differentiation and long-term success. This report examines how Marks & Spencer (M&S) Food applies customer relationship management strategies to strengthen customer retention and loyalty. It evaluates the role of data, segmentation, marketing mix strategies, and ethical practices in building sustainable customer relationships that drive business performance.
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Main Findings
Section 1
M&S Food – Organisation Overview
Marks & Spencer Group plc (M&S) is one of the United Kingdom’s most established retail brands, with a long-standing reputation for quality, trust, and innovation. The company was founded in 1884 by Michael Marks and Thomas Spencer in Leeds, beginning as a small market stall before evolving into one of Britain’s best-known retail chains (Marks & Spencer, 2025). Historically, M&S focused on clothing and homeware, but in the late 20th century the firm diversified into food retailing, launching its first food-only stores and pioneering premium own-label food ranges. This strategic evolution enabled M&S Food to become a major growth driver for the business, known for its distinctive focus on quality and innovation rather than low-price competition.
M&S Food is now one of the many grocery stores in the UK, along with Tesco, Sainsbury's, Aldi, and Lidl. The division continues to perform strongly: according to the M&S Annual Report 2025, food sales rose by 8.7 per cent to approximately £9.0 billion, while the adjusted operating profit margin improved to 5.4 per cent (Marks & Spencer, 2025, p. 15). These results represent the third consecutive year of growth, supported by supply-chain efficiency improvements and strong in-store performance (Marks & Spencer, 2025, p. 3). However, the wider grocery market remains challenging, as competition on price and convenience continues to intensify. (Ainvest, 2025; Mintel, 2024).
Recent data from NielsenIQ show that M&S Food holds 3.8 per cent of the UK grocery market (Ainvest, 2025), a modest share compared with major retailers such as Tesco (≈28 per cent). Although this share demonstrates steady growth, it indicates that M&S Food still operates as a niche, premium player rather than a mass-market supermarket. Furthermore, Reuters (2025) reported that food-sales growth slowed to 9.1 per cent in the 12 weeks to 14 June 2025 (down from 14.7 per cent in the previous quarter) following a cyberattack that disrupted operations. While the overall financial performance remains positive, these factors underline the company’s ongoing exposure to operational and market pressures.
M&S’s corporate mission — “To make every moment special for our customers” — reflects its commitment to delivering exceptional quality, service, and experience (Marks & Spencer, 2025, p. 8). This message reinforces the brand’s long-standing values of quality, integrity, and customer focus. The effectiveness of this mission lies in its emotional appeal and alignment with M&S Food’s premium positioning. However, the statement may be considered too broad, as it does not explicitly address affordability or inclusion—critical in a cost-of-living environment where many consumers prioritise value (Reuters, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_Bs9EahjG]Overall, M&S Food demonstrates strong brand equity and consistent financial progress, supported by its heritage of quality and trust. Yet, its relatively small market share and premium pricing strategy mean it must continue adapting to evolving consumer expectations, particularly around value, digital convenience, and sustainability. A more balanced emphasis on both quality and affordability could help M&S Food broaden its appeal while sustaining loyalty among its core customer bases.
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Section 2
Data and Customer Relationships
Sustainable customer marketing relationships focus on long-term partnerships that create mutual value while considering social, environmental, and economic outcomes. Such relationships are based on trust, transparency, and shared values (Ferrer-Estévez, 2023, p. 245). Loyal customers not only ensure steady revenue but also enhance reputation through advocacy and repeat purchases (Li et al., 2023, p. 4).
CRM supports these relationships through the systematic collection, storage, and analysis of customer data (Law, 2010, p. 14). CRM platforms provide tools for segmentation, personalisation, and automation, helping organisations tailor experiences and marketing strategies to individuals' needs. As Stawicka (2024, p. 121) notes, CRM now acts as a catalyst for digital transformation and sustainable value creation.
2.1 M&S Data Collection and Usage
M&S gathers customer data across multiple touchpoints, including in-store transactions, online shopping, click-and-collect services, and customer feedback. Its Sparks loyalty programme, relaunched in 2020, has more than 16 million members, generating vast behavioural and demographic data (Marks & Spencer, 2025, p. 27). Digital receipts, website activity, and mobile app interactions capture additional data. M&S uses this data to personalize offers and promotions, recommend products based on past purchases, send tailored emails, provide location-based discounts, improve customer service through insights from queries and complaints, and engage customers via app notifications and social media campaigns—all aimed at strengthening customer loyalty and enhancing the shopping experience. (Cloudaeon, 2024).
M&S utilises a multi-layered data architecture (Cloudaeon, 2024), comprising:
· Ingestion layer: captures raw data from diverse sources,
· The conform layer ensures data accuracy and validation.
· The analytics layer provides real-time insights for marketing and decision-making.
· This infrastructure enables precise customer segmentation and personalisation. For instance, the M&S Baby Club analyses member data to recommend relevant products and achieve almost 100% data accuracy (Cloudaeon, 2024). Such initiatives strengthen emotional engagement by aligning product recommendations with life stages.
2.2 Benefits and Challenges
CRM data allows M&S to send personalised offers, reward loyal customers, and ensure consistency across online and in-store experiences. Sparks’ charity-linked rewards and birthday gifts further humanise the digital relationship, fostering emotional loyalty.
However, challenges persist. In 2025, a third-party data breach brought attention to the value of data protection and trust (Seceon, 2025). Moreover, while M&S effectively collects data, integrating it seamlessly across systems remains difficult. Over-reliance on analytics could also weaken personal connections if not balanced with human touchpoints. while GDPR compliance adds regulatory pressure,
In summary, M&S’s data-driven CRM practices strongly support loyalty and sustainable relationships, but future success depends on robust data ethics, security, and emotional engagement.
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Section 3 
CRM Strategy Analysis
3.1 Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP)
[bookmark: _Int_FNZ4ZA0P]Segmentation, Targeting, and Positioning (STP) is a marketing framework that helps organisations identify different groups of customers, target selected segments, and position their offerings effectively to meet customer needs (Kotler & Keller, 2016). This process supports customer loyalty by ensuring that marketing efforts are relevant and personalised, which increases customer satisfaction and repeat purchases.
M&S Food segments its customers based on their lifestyles, incomes, and purchasing habits. For example, the company caters to quality-focused consumers through its Collection range, to health-conscious shoppers through Balanced for You, and to value-seeking consumers through its unremarkable Value range. This multi-tiered segmentation allows M&S to appeal to diverse customer needs while maintaining its premium positioning.
The company’s Sparks loyalty programme, relaunched in 2020, is a key part of its targeting strategy. With more than 16 million memberships, the programme provides detailed behavioural data that enables M&S to personalise offers and communications. Customers receive tailored rewards, charity donations per purchase, and birthday discounts. These initiatives foster emotional engagement and increase brand loyalty, as customers feel recognised and rewarded for their loyalty.
M&S positions itself on a quality and convenience axis rather than competing primarily on price. This strategic positioning is shown below:
	       Price/Value
	           Low
	             High

	
Low Quality
	Discount retailers (Aldi, Lidl)

	             ------

	
High Quality
	            -------
	M&S Food / Waitrose


This positioning strengthens customer loyalty among those who value superior taste, quality ingredients, and ethical sourcing. However, in a price-sensitive market, M&S’s focus on premium positioning can limit its appeal to budget-conscious consumers, who may turn to discount grocers offering cheaper alternatives (Mintel, 2024). Maintaining a balance between quality and perceived value is therefore essential to retaining loyalty across diverse customer segments.
3.2 The Marketing Mix (7Ps)
According to Michael Porter, generic strategies include cost leadership, differentiation, and focus/niche. M&S Food primarily pursues a differentiation strategy by offering higher-quality food, strong own-label branding, and an enhanced shopping experience rather than competing solely on low prices.
How M&S use the 7Ps – Example Table
	7P Element
	   M&S Food Application

	
 Product
	  
Premium own-label ranges like Collection, Plant Kitchen, and Balanced for You focus on quality, health, and innovation


	
Price
	    
Mid-to-high pricing strategy reflecting quality; Sparks offers enhanced value perception.


	
Place
	
Over 1,000 food-only stores, online ordering, and click-and-collect services across the UK.


	
Promotion
	
The Sparks programme includes loyalty programmes, personalised offers, and advertising campaigns with the slogan, "This is not just food."


	
People
	
 Friendly, well-trained staff delivering excellent service and reinforcing brand trust.


	
Process
	Efficient digital systems and supply chain management ensure reliability and convenience.


	
Physical Evidence
	
Elegant store designs, premium packaging, and sustainable branding that reflect M&S values.



[bookmark: _Int_EmWW0yVS]This marketing mix ensures consistency across every customer touchpoint. By combining product excellence with personal experiences, M&S builds satisfaction and trust. However, the brand’s high prices and occasional operational issues, such as Supply disruptions can affect perceptions of accessibility. Overall, M&S’s approach strengthens loyalty among its target segments while maintaining its premium differentiation in the competitive grocery market.
By applying the 7Ps coherently, M&S Food reinforces its differentiation strategy and supports customer-centricity. For example, the "product" and "price" combination delivers perceived quality and value; "place" and "process" enhance convenience; and "promotion," through loyalty and personalised offers, supports retention. These elements contribute to building stronger relationships: consistent experience builds trust, relevant offers foster engagement, and own-brand identity reinforces brand loyalty.
3.3 The 4Cs of Customer Needs
The 4Cs framework (Lauterborn, 1990) reinterprets the traditional marketing mix from the customer’s viewpoint, focusing on Consumer wants and needs, Cost to satisfy, Convenience to buy, and Communication. This approach allows firms to assess how effectively they meet customer expectations and sustain loyalty.
Analysis of M&S Food Against the 4Cs:
	 Customer Need
	How M&S Food Addresses It
	Critical Comment

	Customer wants & needs
	M&S Food offers premium own-label ranges, healthy/ethical lines (e.g., “Balanced for You”), and a constantly renewing range to meet evolving tastes.
	Strong alignment with quality-seeking customers but may not address lower-income segments fully

	
Cost to satisfy
	Although higher priced, M&S emphasises value through quality, own-brand differentiation, and loyalty discounts via "Sparks".
	Value perception may be strong for quality-orientated customers, but price-sensitive shoppers may prefer discounters.

	Convenience to buy
	M&S Food has increased store footprint, online ordering, click-and-collect, and integration of digital experience & loyalty programme.
	M&S Food has increased store footprint, online ordering, click-and-collect, and integration of digital experience & loyalty programme.

	Communication
	M&S uses loyalty programme communications (Sparks), personalised offers, email or notifications, email/app,
 push notifications, and sustainability messaging (Plan A).
	Builds trust and relevance; however, heavy communication may risk customer fatigue or reach fewer, not reach less digitally engaged shoppers.


M&S Food performs well across these four dimensions, offering products that align with customer lifestyles and values. However, the cost factor remains its greatest challenge. As inflation pressures persist, maintaining loyalty requires ensuring customers perceive fair value alongside premium quality.
3.4 Ethics and Sustainability
Ethical and sustainable business practices are vital for building long-term loyalty and brand trust. The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) model (Elkington, 1997, p. 73) highlights the need to focus on People, Planet, and Profit.
M&S’s “Plan A” sustainability strategy encompasses commitments to halve food waste, ensure all packaging is recyclable, and source raw materials ethically. The company also emphasises animal welfare, supplier fairness, and carbon footprint reductions.
Positive impacts:
These initiatives enhance brand reputation and resonate with ethically minded consumers, strengthening emotional loyalty.
Critical challenges:
Some customers perceive sustainability communications as limited or inconsistent. Additionally, sustainable practices can increase production costs, reinforcing M&S’s premium pricing perception. Ethical integrity also requires robust data protection—an area tested by recent cybersecurity incidents.
Evaluation:
M&S’s integration of ethical and sustainable practices aligns with customer values and strengthens loyalty among socially responsible consumers. To broaden impact, these initiatives must be communicated transparently and made accessible to all customer segments.

Conclusion
M&S Food demonstrates strong CRM performance in fostering sustainable customer relationships, enhancing loyalty, and supporting long-term business growth. Through the Sparks loyalty programme and advanced data analytics, the company delivers personalised experiences and meaningful engagements. Its emphasis on product quality, service excellence, and sustainability reinforces emotional bonds and trust.
However, several areas require continued improvement:
· Affordability perception: balancing premium quality with accessible pricing to appeal to wider demographics.
· Digital integration: enhancing omnichannel consistency between online, in-store, and mobile platforms.
· Sustainability communication: increasing transparency and consumer awareness of ethical initiatives.
By deepening its investment in AI-driven CRM systems and predictive analytics, M&S can anticipate customers' needs more precisely and personalise experiences further. A stronger balance between technological efficiency and human interaction will ensure emotional connection remains central.
M&S Food’s CRM strategies provide a robust foundation for customer retention and loyalty. Continued innovation, data ethics, and inclusivity will enable M&S to evolve from being a customer-focused to a truly customer-centric organisation, securing sustainable competitive advantage in the evolving UK retail landscape.
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